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Media Use and Voter Uncertainty

In the civics book-view of‘electfon cgmpqigns. Qoters attend t>
campaign speeches ind news reports, weigh the pros and cons, and vote
on election day be’the candidate jqugd.tonbe most-qualified. tMost
of the evidence available, of course, suagests this civics book mgdel
of electoral decisionrmaking.hélds;qnly in ;hg civics books.

Numerous studies have shown that less than a third of the voters
actually make up their minds.-during. the height of gpg campaign (Katz,
1971). The traditional political science view, base&'to a large degree
on campaign studies conducted in the 1940s, is that the qpmﬁaign is
a reinforcing, not change, agent (Patterson. and. NcCluré. 1976).

Implied in this notion of reinforcement, of_;ourse. is the idea
that not all decisions are equali; firm. -Some decisions are open to
or in need of reinfdrcement. while others are hardened and impervious
even to reinforcement. In other wards, decisions are classifiable
on a continuum from certain to uncértain. The loagical end would be
the unmade decision, the most uncertain. People, similarly, could be
classified in terms of the degree of certainty of-their decision.

Uncertainty would seem to play an important role in communication
research because of its potential as a motivator. It would seem to be
a possible antecedent of campaian media use, and such media use would
likely have impact on decisiqnal certainty. The political communica-
tion literature, however, has not to this point assignec decisiona’

uncertainty a prominent role.

Some Recent Research
The recent viork by Chaffee and Choe (1980) has focused attention

anev on the role of the cémmunication in the political campaign. The
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Chaffee and Choe analy:-is of the 1976 oresidential election challenges
the old assumntion that campaign ‘comunicatior; has no effect becausé
those who use these materials already have made up thefr minds -about

the candidates. These reséarchers identified a qroup of voters, about

a third of the sample, who decided during the campaign. Hhile these
voters were relatively low in media use prior to the campaian, they

vere moderately high in the use of Campaignvmateiials. In other words,
there vas evidence that the media had some impact on their ability to
decide. This interpretation was reinforced by replication of the
analysis for the 1980 presidential election by Goldman and Whitney (1992).

While neither Chaffee and Choe nor Goldman and thi tney concerﬁ
themselves with voter uncertainty, it can be aigued that those persons
who made up their minds before the campaiqn aot underway were more
certain about their decisfon than those who decided during ‘the campaign.
The media use strategies of the latter group can be viewed as attempts
to raduce that uncertainty by making a decision.

In a study of voter decision-making in the 1980 presidential nrimary
season, Kennamer and Chaffee (1981) found that those groups in the
population high in media use as the campaign got underway were most
uncertain about decisions to be made, presumably because they had a
great deal of information. Some evidence was found, hovever, that as
the campaign proaressed, uncertrinty decreased for those hiah in media
use.

In viork by McCombs and lleaver (1973) and Yeaver (1980) voter un-
certainty is combined with a measure of political interest to form a
typology of need for orientation. High levels of voter need for orienta-

tion have been found to lead to increased media use which results in
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increased agenda-setting effects. The uncertainty measure used in tﬁjs
concept is usually restricted to f/rmess of choice of political candidate
;nd acgree of professed partisanship,

In a study primarily concerned‘with:themconceptual distinctiveness
of.pre- andupost;decisional»mntivations to attend to camnmaian information,
Becker:and Demers. (1982). employed tha concept of voter- uncertainty,

Voters who used the massymed?a~rgutinely and/or paid attention to media
dealing specificalﬂx,witﬁ_the campaign vere expected to be Tov. in un-
certainty, while those not using the media: in these ways vere expected to
be high 1n\gnpertain:y. Uncgrtaiqty, in addition, was.expected to. be
associated with- an expressed- need for additional information about the
candidates anq‘the:campaign;

Hh{le:the«BeckerAand-Demers analyses, vere supportive of the genera?
motivational distinctions being made, they were wholly unsupportive of
_the expected. relationships betvween media use and uncertainty and un-
ce;tainty and a need for information. The authors offered methodological
shortcomings of the uncertainty measure, as. an explanation.. .

The focus pf.xhis’study is to direcfly assess the imoortance of voter
uncertainty in motivating mxdia-use and use of specific campaign informa-

tion. Previous .research has not made this direcc assessment and has been
quided by a narrow conceptualization of voter uncertainty. In the Becker

and Demgrs (1982) study, a simple measyre of uncertainty vas treated as
an interyening variable between general media use and the need for
specific campaign information. In the Chaffee and Choe {1980) study,
uncertainty 1§(not explicitly examined. “In the need for orientation
Jiterature (lfeaver, 1980), uncertainty is one part of a composite, re-

searcher-designated gypology,

)
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Spectfic Expectations

~ The research reported here has as'its starting noint the work of
Chaffeegaﬁd Choe (1980), Goldman and Whitney (1981) and Becker and
Demers (1982). Uncertainty is vievied as a psychological state associated
with a decision. Persons who have not made a decision would be thought
of as most uncertain about it, whilé those who had' made a decision would
vary in terms »f the certainty felt about ‘that decision.

Cgftainty (and uncertainty) as viewed here is .decidedly.psycholo-
gical; it 1s a-state of an individual. This 1s consistent with the
psychology literature where uncertainty is viewed: as resul ting from
inconsistencies or deficienciés'in:the cognitive onvironment of the
individual‘and as ﬁaving a potentially motivating influence on: behavior
(Berkowitz, 1969). Uncertainty also has played a key role in the organ-
izational iiteratu?e, vhere uncertainty is defined as existing in that
situation "where there is a lack of knowledge about the nresent or
future states of variables that affect the organization" (Bobbitt,
Breinholt, Doktor and lcMaul; 1978, p. 90). Both individual decision-
makers and organizations in the process of making decisions are classified
according to théir state of uncertainty.

Consistent with the psychological and organizational litérature,
uncertainty as defined here is thought to result from a lack of informa-
tion on the part of the individual. In other words, 1nforma£ioﬁ has the
potential to reinforce and strengtlien decisions aiready made and lead to
the making of decisions. Individuals are viewed as active seekers and
processers of information capable of finding in the campaian situation
information which would serve that reinforcing role. The media, as the

prime, though not exclusive, source of information, would have the
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potential to nroduce certainty. Individual use of the media and inter-
personal sources of 1nfbrmatfon then, would be expected to produce “
certainty and reduce uncertainty
Uncertainty. on the.other hand, is expected to be a motivating
state, leading to subsequent media use. Those voters confronted vith
unmade decisions are expected to feel a need for information and actually
seek out media and interpersonal sources for that information. For this
reason the most uncertain are expected to be mcst intereste¢ in antici-
pated fortncomtné campaign information and most likely to actually use
that information once ft is available” -
These expectations are summarized in Figure I and in two rather
straightforward hypotheses below '
H]: General media use and use of specific campaian informa-
tion will be negatively related to level of decisional
uncertainty. ‘ )
Hy: Level of decisional uncertainty will be'positiyely;re-
lated to interest in a subsequent use of campaign in-

formation sources.

llethodoloqy :

. Data from a multi-purposed study conducted in Columbus, Ohio, in
the Autumn of 11982 allow for a test of these two simple hypotheses.
The data stem from a telephone survey of 540 persons registered to vote
-in .Columbus or surrounding éranklin éounty. The project was funded in
part-by one of the local newspopers; interviewers were students enrolled
in graduate research methodstclassesu Interviewers were trained and:

supervised by the authors. Respondent names were drawn probabilistically




from voter registration 1ists: return rate for: the main part of the study
was 69.5%. | ‘ ‘

Interviews were conducted with the 540 respondents in the sacond
week of October. After the election in November, as part of the verifi-
cation process for theo_study, i ntev;views were conducted with 101 persons
in the Cfty of CO]UmbU; who had indicated in October that they planned
to vote.

Uncertainty was measured in several different ways in the study.
First were two measures based on whether the respondent had decided to
vote in two different tynes of quesfions on the ballot: those dealing
with can¢1dates fov state and natjonal office and those dealina with
state-wide issues on ine ballot. The candidates were running for the
following offices: governor, state attorney general, state auditor,
secretary of state,“st'ate treasurer, U.S. Senate, and Congress. The
three state issues dealt with constitutional amendments to allow the
state to aid in the financing of private housing, to authorize the state
to build a‘high-speed passenger rail sefvice. and to change the systems
of selecting members of the state Public Utilities Conmission. The most
uncertain persons stated preferences in none of these contests: the most
certain had decided_in all contests.

Those persons who had dgcided how they would vote in the qubernatorial
contest were askad a series of{quéstions.abdut that decision. First, they
were asked how difficult it had been to make the ‘decisfon. Then they were
asked how 1ikely -1t was that they would change their minds before election
day. Finally, they were asked to iist the strenaths of the candidate they
had chosen and (separately) the weaknesses of the candidates rejected. The
first two items viere treated as distinct measures of uncertainty: the
final two measures were combined to create an uncertainty measure indi-

cating how much information the respondent had on the candidates.

8
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In the post-election 1nterviews, respondents were asked how much
confidence they had "that they had made the right decision” in the
race for governor. In additicn. they were asked 1f they ictually
made a decisfon. These two ftems were used for nost-election indicants
of uncertainty.

Amount of local television news viewing was measured by tvo {tems
asking tﬁe number of days per week the early evening and the late
evening news were wéfchéd. These vere simply summed to create an index.
Newspaper readership was indexed by the number of issues of the local
nevspapers of the 15 possible the respondent read during the week. An
index of campaign media use was created by summing responses to two
questions. One asked how closely' respondents had followed news stories
in the media dealing with the campaign to that point. The other asked
how closely respondents had followed advertisements. Amount of discussion
was measured by asking respondents how frequently they had talked about
politics with their family and friends in the last week.

In the post-election instrument respondents were asked how much
atteiition they actually had pqid in the last two weeks of the camnaiqn
to the advertisements and pamphlets for the~cand1dates and election
issues and ‘how much attention they had paid to stories in the media
about the campaign. Responses were summed to create an index of late
campaign media use. Amount of interpersonal communication about the
election vas measured by asking how much the respondent actually had
discussed the campaign vith family and friends in the last two veeks
of the campaign, )

To measure the respondent's need for election information the

three items used by Becker and Demers (1982) were included in both

3
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survey instruments. .Resnondents"%ere asked tc what extent they felt they
needed more 1nfbrmat16n on how the candidates for governor ‘stoud on the
issues, on the personalities, characteristics and: backgrounds of the
gubernatoria) candidates, and on.what the candidates for gove}nor actually
would do once elected. In the post-election {nstrument, respondents
vere asked 1f they had these feclings at phg end of the campaign. The
decision was made to-focus questions on the qubernatorial election because
it was the most prominent Qnd some reference vias thought.to he necessary
for the information need items. |

In the October schedule, respondents were asked how 1ikely it was
that they would watch proposed debates between the qubernatorial
candidates,:how 1ikely 1t'was that they would Qay attention to the
various endorsements of the news media, how likely 1t_wa§ they would
look at League of ltloman Voters election skegphgs, and hov likely it was
that they would pay pafficular attention to the advertisements and
mailings of the gandidates for and against the ballot issues. The
last three items wefe‘éombined to form an index. The debate item was
analyzed separately‘since it dealt only with the gubernatorial candidates..

In the post-election instrument,’as-noted above, respondents were asked

L

about actbal media use. MNo Question v1as included on the debates because

none were held.

.

Results .

The data in Table 1 show some support for the expectation ihaf'media
use will be negatively related with voter uncertainty. Thoush the
correlations are all small, candid;te uncertainty, or the number of
unmade decisions in the various races for political offices, 1s related

negatively to media use.

1u
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Those persons vho view local television news, read the local news-
papers, report having naid attention to election news to that noint, and
report haying discussed the canpaign with the family and friends had
made more decisions than those who had,not. for issue uncertainty, the
results. are rather inconclusive. Only newspaper use fs significantly
related to the number of decisions .made on the three constitutional
issues on the ballot .and here the relationship is small, |

Persons watching Tocal television news_are slightly less likely to
report having had difficulty making the decision about the gubernatorial
candidates than those not watching local television news. In fact aly
of the relationships for media use and this variable are negative; all

are also rather small, The same can be said of the fourth measure of
uncertainty examined in Table 1. Those persons reading the local news- _
papers and those paying particular attention to campaign materials are
less Tikely to think they will change their qubernatorial vote than
those not reading papers_or,paying.attentiqn‘to campaign materjals, All
relationships are negative, and'all are small,

| Campaign discussion and attention.paid.to campaign messages are
both negatively related to the final measure of uncertainty presented
here. Persons vho discussed the campaign and those who paid attention
to specific campaign materﬁals were more likely to be able to mention
strengths and weagnesses of the candidates than others. Standard media
use measures,, however, did not show the expected negative relationship
with this uncertainty measure.

Table12 shows the interrelationshins of the three measures of
uncertainty presented in the right-hand side of Tahle 1. These;are the

measures dea]ing exclusively with uncertainty for.the gubernatorial
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election. In each case, only those persons who actually had made un their
minds about their vote were examined ‘AS expected ‘there is a relation-
ship betveen reporting difficulty in makino the decision and. Iikelihood
of chanqing that decision. And both of these measure" ave related to

. knowledge of the strenqths and weaknesses of the candidates. But the
expectetidn is that‘knowledge vould serve as the intervening and’
"explanatory variable for uncerteinty, and the relationships shovm in‘this
table are only mildly supportive of that notion. Clearly many people who
were low in knowledge did'not report that the decision had been difficult
or that they were 11kély to change their vote. There is the first hint,
-here, that the relationship between knovledge and uncertainty may be more
complex than originally thought. In other words, the measures of know-
ledge here may not be a satisfactory measure of uncertainty, for many
people are certain (as meésured by the other items) and not high in
knowledge. |

Table 3 showis that uncertainty, as measured by difficulty of decision

and 1ikelihood of change of that decision, is motivating. Those persons
who are most uncertain in terms of these measures are more likely to report
they felt a need for information. It is perhaps worth noting that over-
all the most highly endorsed of the three‘items included in the informa-
tion need‘indes tapped the voters feeling that they needed to know more
about what the candidates would do once elected. ‘'lext most fmportant in
terms of endorsements vas the need for information about ‘the issue stands
of the candidates. A need for infbrmatidn_on the pe}sonalities and back-
grounds of the candidates was least endorsed. Aqain in Table 3 there is
evidence about the distinctiveness of the knowledge measure of uncertainty.

Lovt levels of knowledge, in contrast to the other measures, do nnt seem

Q 12
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to serve as a motivating ferce. In: other words, those persons vti thout

an ability te discuss the strenaths and weaknesses of the candidates were
no more likely to report a need for additional information than those
persons wiith such information.

Table 4 extends the analysis by looking directly at the 1ink between
a stated need for information and interest in and actval use of specific
campaign materials. Because the measure of information reed is 1imited
to the gubernatorial! campaign alone, the relationships betvween uncertainty
and interest in and use of campaign materials also is examined.

As was expected, informatfon need 1s consistently related to stated
interest in campaign materials and actual use of those materials. Those
persons who reported feeling a need for additional information on the
gubernatorial candidates were more likely to indicate they would watch
debates between the candidates and to express an interest in such campaian
materials as nawspaper endorsements, League of !lomen Voter materials, and
leaflets and acvertisements than those without this need. The measures of
interest in the debates and other campaign materials were placed relatively
early in the questionnaire and separated by 19 rather diverse items from
the three items making up the 1nformat1on need index, so these correlations
probably are more than repetition of the same sentiments. In addition,
the persons with an expressed need for information were more likely to
have used that information by the time the November alections took place
and have discussed the campaign with family and friends, the data in Table
4 show. In the October interviews, respondents expressed most interest in
the nonpartisan League materials, with 45.7% saying they would be very
1ikely to pay attention to them, and lesser interest in the endorsement
(23.7% caid they would be very likely to pay attention to them) and .

13
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leaflets and advertisements (with 21.1% saying they would ba very likely
to pay attention).

Perhaps because uncertainty is not dirvectly related to media use,
but rather related through the riotivational variable of information need,
the remaining correlations in Table 4 are small and largely unbatterned.
Two exceptions are vorth notina, however. 'First, persons not having made
decisions about the candidates or the issues, as well as those who had
made a decision but vho lacked information about the strenqths and veak-
nesses of the candidates, were less 11kely to have used an obvious source
of campaign information--interpersonal contacts--during the final part of
the campaiqn. _In contrast, those persons who had made up their minds
about a canéidate but who reported the &ecision was a difficult one or
who thought it likely they wodld change that decision vere more likely to
have used interpersonal sources. The second observation is related.to
the first. Those persons who had made decisions but who lacked information
vere less 1ikely to be interested in campaign materials such as the
League information and endorsements and less Tikely to have actually paid
attention to the campaign materials as vell as Tess 1ikely to have
discussed the campaign than those with 1nformétlon. This finding're-

inforces that of Table 3 that a lack of information isn't necessarily
motivating. T T

In Tab1é 5 and 6 the hypotheses .about antecedents and conséquences
of uncertainty are examined again for those respondents contacted for the
November interviews. As expected, those persons vho discussed the
campaign during the final vmeks were more confident they had made the
correct decision (though the relationship isn't large or siqnificant

" with so few cases), though the expected relationship for campaiqn information

’ 14
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use {sn't present here, lise of camnaiqn materials as well as amount of
interpersonal discussion are related to having actually mede a decision
and having. voted on election day. Those persons who folloved the
campaign and discussed 1t voted.

Finally, in Table 6 it 1s.clear that a lack of confidence in a
made decision is related to a need for information, while those who
didn't make any decision at all were less likely t; feel a need for ‘
information than those vho had made that decision. Clearly, two different

kinds of uncertainty are operating here,

Conclusions: .
The data reported here show some support for the hypotheses. tin-

certainty does appear to be a product of low levels of media use, and
uncertainty serves iC motivate voters to subsequently use the media.
Hoviever, such a summary misses much of what can be learned here.

Perhaps the most important messane is that uncertainty is not a
simple concept, though 1t may well be ar important one for understanding
media and other communication hehaviors in the campaign setting.

Heisberg and Fiorina (1980) arque that "rational voter models" of
electoral behavior are inadequate because they ignore the pervasive
nature of uncertainty. This uncertainty snters the votinn decision in
a variety of ways. First, voters can be uncertain about candidates and
issues or lack information. Uncertainty can be attributed to the voter's
information processing capacity. A candidate might project a snecific
issue-position but the voter can misperceive that position. Secondly,
uncertainty can be a product of the behavior of compating candidates.

Candidates can conceal exact intentions or say different things to




~14-

different audiences. Thirdly, there is uncertainty in the electoral
process ftself. Voters realize that future situations are inherently
uncertain. Candidates may justifiably (or othervise) abondon previsus
commitments or be hounded by a host of factors.

This study has focused on voter uncertainty about candidates and
jssues. Decisional difficulty, Vikelihood of vote chanje, and knowledge
about the strengths and veaknesses of the candidate also were measured
as types of uncertainty. Each of these conceptualizations is distinctive.

For the candidate uncertainty measure, voters who rent rather than ’
otin their homes, those less than 40 and females tend to be significantly
more uncertain.. Independents also are more likely to be uncertain than
Democrats and Republicans. For the issue uncertainty measure, females
tend to be significantly more uncertain but there are no othar demographic
differences.

Younger voters and females report being more uncertain ahout the
gubernatorial race, and indepandents are significantly more unéertain
than Renublicans and Nemocrats. Independents and Republicans are
significantly more 1ikely to think they would change their vote choice
for governor than Democrats. For the uncertainty measure based on
knowledge of candidate strenths and weaknesses, no significant differences
in demographic or partisan grouns emerged.

0f importance is the finding that knowledge measures may not always
be satisfactory measures of uncertainty. Hany voters who were Tov in
knowledge did not report that their voting decision had been difficult
or that they were likely to change their vote.

16
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Further, voters who had made decisions but who lacked information
were less likely to be interested in campaign materials such as
endorsements or Leaque of lYomen Voters information. These voters were
less 1ikely to have actively paid attention to the campaign materials
as well as less likely to have discussed the campaign than those with

such information. In sum, a lack of knowiedge may not necessarily motivate

voters to use the media during the campaiqgn.

These data argue that uncertainty is a complex phencmenon. Some
people whé are uncertain are motivated by that state, while others are
not. The way uncertainty is conceptualized and measured will have an
effect on the findings. At a minimum, future research needs to distinguish
between motivating and nonmotivating uncertainty.

The data also seem to suggest the value of examining uncertainty as
a focal variable in voting analysis. While it is clear from the data
presented here that uncertainty is not unidimensional and that future
conceptualizations must take into consideration, at a minimum, the
distinctions noted above, uncertainty seems to have advantages over a
variable such as campaign interest in examining subsequent communication
behaviors. A 1ink between interest and media use may well be tautolo-
gical, while a 1ink between types of uncertainty and media use is
consistent with the notion that media use is motivated behavior. The
role of the researcher is to isolate the factors leading to the

motivation.
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TABLE 1

Correlations (Pearson) Between Communication and Uncertainty:

October Nata

Uncertainty Measures

Candidate Issues Know
Uncer- Uncer- Dacisional Likelihood  Strengths/
tainty tainty Difficulty*  of Change* Weaknesses*

Local TV News
Viewing “ JOne -,03 -, J2%* -.04

Newspaper
Readership SR P Ak = (9% -.06 ~ 1w

Radio News
USQ - “005 “006 ‘003 “004

Campaign Information
Attention S A L .03

Interpersonal
Mscussion -, 15w

i 513 514

*These deal only with the qovernor's race.
*Signiticant at the .05 level, one-tailed test,




TABLE 2

Correlations (Pearson) Among Three Measures of
Uncertainty About Guber..z:, 1al Choice: October Data

Decisional Likelihood Know Strengths/

Difficulty of Change tleaknesses
Decisicnal
Difficulty -
Likelihood
of Change .49 -
Know Strengths/ _
lleaknesses 15 A6 -
N= 374
TABLE 3
Correlations (Pearson) Between Information Need and
Three Measures of Uncertainty About Gubernatorial
Choice: October Data
Information
Need

Decisional
Difficulty N
Likelihood of
Change 21%
Know Strengths/
Weaknesses X .04
N=2Nn

| *Significant at the .05 level, one-tailed test.

2U




TABLE 4

Correlations (Pearson) of Information Need and Uncertainty
With Media Use: October and November Data

October November
Interest in Interest in Use Inter-
Gubernatorial Campaign. ' Campaign personal
Debate Information Information Discussion
(M=539) (N=540) (M=101) (N=101)
Information**
Need J8% 3 248 9%
(N=371)
Candidate .
Uncertainty .00 -0 0 -1
(N=513)
Issue
Uncertainty 02 .05 -1 -, 23*
(N=514)
Decisional
Difficulty*» 06 03 0l a2
(N=375)
Likelihood of
Change** 07 04 08 27
(N=374)
Know
stmﬂﬂthS/ ".02 "'008* . 24* ‘019*
Weaknesses*+*
(N=385)

*Significant at the .05 level, one-tailed test.

**These measures deal only with the qgovernor's race,




. TABLE 5

Correlations (Pearson) Between Media and Interpersonal

Discussion and Uncertainty: November Data

Lack of
Confidence in
Gubernatorial Vote

Use of

Campaign '

Information 05
Interpersonal '
Discussion -1
N= o 99

N )

*Significant at the .05 level, one-tailed test

TABLE 6

Decision on
Gubernatorial
Candidate (Hi =
- 'No Decision)
'\.27*
'029*

92

Correlations (Pearson) Between Uncertainty and

Information Need: November Data

Information
Need

Lack of

Confidence in

Gubernatorial Vote 20%

Decision on

Gubernatorial

Candidate

(Hi = No Decision) -.16

N= 97

*Significant at the .05 level, one-tailed test.
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